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[Appearing below is a synopsis of David W. Bruce, "Social Consequences of New Agricultural
Technologies in Mexico" (unpublished paper, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM,
1991), 21 p. The synopsis was prepared by the LADB editorial staff.] Under recently approved
revisions to the ejido system, communal propertyholders will be able to purchase ejido land, with
corresponding rights to dispose of property. For instance, ejido members could vote in favor of
selling land to Mexican or foreign outsiders. In both practical and legal terms, these and related
revisions of Mexican law are tantamount to the end of agrarian reform initiated early this century.
(See SourceMex 10/16/91, 11/06/91, 11/20/91, 12/04/91, 12/14/91 for coverage of changes in ejido
system.) The government's principal justification for transforming the ejido is to increase production
efficiency via economies of scale. While overall efficiency measured in terms of product market
value per unit of cultivated land or labor may eventually increase, rising unemployment and
political upheaval in the Mexican countryside are also expected. Trends in Mexican agriculture For
three decades, overall Mexican agricultural performance was characterized by decline. In the 1960s,
sectoral GDP growth averaged 3.8% per year; in the 1970s, 3.3%, and in the 1980s, 1.3%. Output of
the nation's 11 most important crops (see table below) in the last half of the 1980s was stagnant or
unstable. Principal crops (thousands of tons), 1984-1989 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 Corn 12,932
14,103 11,721 11,607 10,600 10,218 Wheat 4,506 5,214 4,770 4,415 3,665 4,362 Beans 974 912 1,085 1,023
857 577 Rice 319 533 360 390 300 474 Soya 685 929 709 828 226 937 Barley 619 536 515 617 350 410
Sorghum 4,974 6,597 4,833 6,298 5,895 4,354 Coffee/a 4,333 4,929 5,603 4,655 5,597 4,500* Raw sugar/b
3,489 4,031 3,986 3,852 3,678 3,678 Cocoa/b 42 39 38 48 42 52 Cotton/c 1,100 1,010 638 1,025 1,417 761* a)
thousands of 60-kg. bags; crop year beginning in year stated. b) crop year beginning in year stated.
c) crop year beginning in year stated; thousands of bales. * estimate Sources: Agriculture Ministry
(SARH); US Department of Agriculture; International Cotton Advisory Committee; UN Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO), Production Yearbook. Agro-export production, particularly fruits
and vegetables, shows a pattern different from basic food grains. Combined export revenue from
fruit and vegetables has increased steadily since 1983, while coffee output has been stagnant or in
decline. Fruit and vegetable cultivation is concentrated in the northeastern region of the country,
and most is exported to the US. The processing industry has grown at almost 13% per annum in
recent years. Main agricultural exports, 1983-1989 (US$ millions) 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989*
Cotton 115.7 208.2 90.2 74.1 71.6 112.6 112.2 Coffee 385.7 424.4 491.6 824.5 492.4 434.9 513.5 Fresh 47.6
81.6 89.6 116.0 158.5 166.7 213.2 fruit Vegetables 149.5 179.3 161.6 197.9 237.9 269.4 196.7 Tobacco
20.5 27.2 25.8 28.4 16.0 26.9 26.3 Tomatoes 112.3 220.7 214.1 407.7 200.0 243.1 198.9 * preliminary
Source: Banco de Mexico (central bank). Brief overview of policy environment Average rainfall
is 700mm, but this is spread very unevenly. Limited rainfall makes irrigation mandatory. Major
beneficiaries of irrigation schemes over the past 30 years were large private holdings. About 24
million of a possible 32 million ha. of arable land are under cultivation. At present, about 16%
of cultivated area, or 3.84 million ha., are irrigated. Inadequate spending on construction and
maintenance of irrigation systems, a shortage of affordable production credit, and low crop support
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prices have hampered growth in Mexican agriculture as a whole, and particularly in the ejido
sector. For decades, the government was unwilling or unable to provide adequate production
credit and technical assistance to ejido agriculture, resulting in obsolete or underdeveloped
infrastructure, and marketing systems. Income and productivity gaps between the ejido and private
farm sector have increased through time. Ejido agriculture, characterized by under-capitalization
and dryland farming techniques (read subject to recurrent droughts), became responsible for a
large proportion of the domestic food supply, mainly subsistence foodstuffs. Private sector farms
tend to concentrate on more lucrative crops, such as exports to the US. Production credit costs have
declined during President Carlos Salinas de Gortari's administration, and the government has acted
to eliminate inefficiency and corruption in agencies linked to agriculture. To support the 1990-94
Programa Nacional de Modernizacion del Campo, the 1991 federal budget included a 10.5% real
increase in spending on rural development. Since Salinas took office, minimum prices for several
commodities were raised, although by year-end 1990 most farm price guarantee programs had
been suspended. Expected outcomes of change in ejido property relations The long-term survival
potential of ejido cooperatives is rather low, given existing shortages of production credit and
technical assistance available to small-scale farms and cooperatives comprised of smallholders.
Smallholders will be squeezed off the land result of inadequate financial resources for investment.
A single crop failure would mean financial crisis, forcing ejidatarios to sell or lease their land.
Assuming larger production units on ejido lands develop in the future, increased mechanization
can be expected. [In 1988, the number of tractors and harvesters used in Mexican agriculture
totaled 183,200.] In the United States and other nations, mechanization of cultivation, harvest and
processing tasks has led to higher unemployment and underemployment, and permanent job
loss in rural areas. Meanwhile, control over land becomes more concentrated, rural villages and
towns stagnate or decline, and rural-urban migration increases. [See Berardi and Geisler (1984),
and Runsten and LeVeen (1981), for case studies of results of new agricultural technologies on
rural land tenure structure, employment, community life, and migration.] Most Mexican cities are
already surrounded by sprawling shantytowns inhabited by rural migrants and descendants of
rural migrants. Employment opportunities in urban-based industry have long been insufficient
to absorb rural-urban migrants. Mexico's large "informal sector" is an outcome of insufficient
productive employment, underemployment and low wage levels prevailing in both rural and
urban environments. Given the government's focus on production efficiency as justification
for transforming ejido property relations, major policy shifts to prevent the abovementioned
consequences of mechanization and capitalization in the ejido sector are unlikely. For many
years, historians and social scientists have argued that Mexican agrarian policies have largely
benefitted agro-industrialists and a minority of all farmers. Meanwhile, however, the trappings
of the 1910 revolution were maintained, and with this, political stability. In "Distant Neighbors,"
Alan Riding describes the situation as follows: "[I]n a crucial political sense, agrarian policies
have been a success: where peasants farm ejido or communal land, political unrest is rare, and
where landless peasants are still demanding expropriation of surviving estates or latifundios,
patience is somehow kept alive by the expectation of a tiny plot. Thus, in reality and myth, the land
reform has effectively demobilized the peasantry and maintained relative peace in the countryside
since 1920. Even at a time of acute national crisis, the peasants lack the economic weight and the
political organization to pose any threat to the ruling system." With the dismantlement of both
the myth and reality of agrarian reform, changes in Mexico's political landscape are also possible.
Political unrest and "impatience" in the countryside may develop for the first time in over 70 years.
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